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In mid-January, police in Argentina arrested the person believed responsible for the 1974
assassination in Buenos Aires of Chilean Gen. Carlos Prats and his wife Sofia Couthbert. The
individual arrested is a former Chilean intelligence agent, and his capture has brought renewed
calls for the resignation of Chile's army chief, Gen. Augusto Pinochet. The case has also resurfaced
tensions between the Chilean military and the civilian government of President Eduardo Frei.
On Jan. 19, Argentine police in Buenos Aires arrested Enrique Lautaro Arancibia Clavel, a Chilean
citizen who is suspected of being the intellectual author of the 1974 assassination of Gen. Prats and
his wife. The arrest was announced by Argentine President Carlos Saul Menem, who called it "a
new victory for justice and for the federal police." Police sources said Arancibia Clavel had been
sought for years by Argentine, Chilean, and Italian authorities in connection with the deaths of Prats
and his wife, as well as for carrying out other assassinations on behalf of the Chilean secret service
(Direccion de Inteligencia Nacional, DINA).
Among other crimes, Arancibia Clavel is suspected of the assassination of Bernardo Leighton,
former Chilean vice president, who was killed in Rome in 1975. Arancibia Clavel was the DINA
agent in Buenos Aires at the time that Prats and his wife were killed. Chilean human rights workers
charge that Arancibia planned the assassination on orders of the DINA and provided the explosives
to Michael Townley, allegedly the material author. Townley, a US citizen, was a DINA agent during
the Pinochet dictatorship. He was convicted in the US for the 1976 assassination in Washington, DC,
of former Chilean diplomat Orlando Letelier and his US aide Ronni Moffit (see NotiSur, 12/11/91).
In a letter made public in Chile several years ago, Townley implicated Manuel Contreras, head of
the DINA during the Pinochet dictatorship, in the decision to kill Prats. Contreras is now in prison
in Chile for ordering the Letelier assassination (see NotiSur, 01/20/95, 06/02/95, and 10/27/95). Prats
had served as minister of defense and the interior under president Salvador Allende (1970-1973),
and was commander in chief of the army. He resigned as head of the army just prior to the Sept. 11,
1973, military coup led by Pinochet that overthrew the Allende government. Prats resigned because
he opposed the plans to overthrow Allende, and he went into exile in Argentina shortly after the
coup.
After Pinochet assumed power, Prats was considered a threat to the stability of the dictatorship
because of his public opposition to the de facto regime and his insistence that Chile return to
constitutional government. On Sept. 30, 1974, Prats and his wife were killed when their car exploded
in the garage of their home. Sofia Prats, daughter of the slain couple, said on Jan. 23 in Buenos Aires
that her father had been "a guest of the Argentine military," who he thought would protect him.
However, she said, he was given no protection, despite reporting to the police the death threats
that he had received. Sofia Prats said she believed it was unlikely that Argentine agents actually
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 55802
ISSN: 1060-4189

participated in the assassination, despite the existence of "Operation Condor" the secret cooperation
pact among the repressive military regimes in power in the Southern Cone countries (see NotiSur,
02/16/93 and 09/03/93).
Although at the time the assassination caused great consternation in Chile, it was never formally
investigated. Pinochet at times blamed the deaths on "a communist plot" carried out to damage
the image of his regime, or on the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). After Arancibia Clavel's
arrest, Hernan Quezada of the Corporacion Nacional de Reparacion y Reconciliacion the Chilean
government organization that investigates human rights violations committed during the
dictatorship said Arancibia could be the key to resolving the case of 119 Chilean dissidents who
disappeared during the Pinochet dictatorship.
The DINA insisted that the 119 had left Chile and said some were killed in confrontations with
the Argentine military, while others were killed in internecine fighting within the Movimiento de
Izquierda Revolucionaria de Chile, which was engaged in an armed struggle against the Pinochet
regime. However, families of the victims have always insisted that the 119 opponents of the Pinochet
regime were kidnapped and killed by the DINA and their counterparts in Argentina. Supporting
that premise, in 1978, counterespionage agents in Argentina carried out a raid on Arancibia's house
and found identification papers belonging to at least four of the missing Chileans. At that time
Arancibia was supposedly working as a collaborator with the Argentine secret service. Arancibia
was sentenced to prison for spying, but later returned to Chile in a prisoner exchange.
Arancibia fled Chile in 1989 and has been a fugitive since then. Arancibia's arrest resurfaced
tensions in Chile between the government of President Eduardo Frei and the military, which were
severely strained last year following the conviction of Contreras and Pedro Espinoza, his second in
command in the DINA, for Letelier's murder. However, government officials said they are confident
the arrest will not seriously damage the fragile relations between elected civilian leaders and the
military.
"This is a matter that corresponds to the judiciary of another country and should not harm the
Chilean civilian- military ties nor have an affect on internal matters in this country," said vice
minister of the interior, Belisario Velasco. "It's not an issue of institutional responsibility but of
personal and individual acts," added deputy war minister Jorge Burgos.
Nevertheless, many politicians quickly called for Pinochet's resignation, including Senator Jorge
Lavandero, a member of Frei's Partido Democracia Cristiana, and other politicians from the
governing coalition. The position is strongly supported by human rights groups. "In my opinion,
it is Gen. Pinochet who should answer to the country for the death of Prats and his wife," said
Socialist deputy Juan Pablo Letelier, son of the assassinated Orlando Letelier. Gabriel Valdes,
president of the Senate, said the assassination of Prats is part of the national trauma that includes
the assassination of Letelier and the unsuccessful attempt to assassinate Leighton. (Sources: Agence
France- Presse, 01/22/96, 01/23/96; Reuter, 01/23/96; New York Times, 01/24/96)
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